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ABSTRACT 

The importance of dialogue in developing community 
leadership among diverse groups is described. In the context of South 
Carolina’s Penn School for Preservation, ways communities can create 
diverse leadership cadres working toward common goals are explored. 
Common assumptions about the effectiveness of current leadership 
training methods are evaluated. The Penn Center was one of numerous 
schools founded by missionaries and teachers from the north in the 
Sea Islands off South Carolina and Georgia. The Penn Center, on St. 
Helena in the Sea Islands, traditionally provided support services 
for the island's Gullah culture for personal and economic issues in 
addition to literacy education. In 1993 the Center faced a new 
challenge in sustaining collaboration among environmentalists, 
cultural preservationists, and local residents by initiating a 
commun i ty~wi de leadership process. The Penn School for Preservation, 
established as a response to community concerns, fostered leadership 
development for citizen political involvement. A case study of the 
Center’s implementation and work illustrates the potential of 
leadership development programs for community involvement. (Contains 
seven references.) (SLD) 
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Editor^ Note 




ness, non-prolits, and citizens to address complex issues. In our quest to encourage conversation about civic leadership, we 
have asked four authors of diverse backgrounds to address the topic of building new, civic leadership approaches within com- 
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Jntroduc t ion such as the African /American community — are 
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to blame leaders for community declines. The leadership. He explains that in vanguard 
social ills of certain segments of the country — approaches, elites lift the sleeping masses from 



their stupor and call for a unidimensional between humans working together is transfer- 
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tant, tenuous, and empty. The space, however, explores community leadership development by 



looking at the dialogue necessary to empower Leadership is a cultural phenomenon. There 
juch change. This perspective acknowledges the can be no recipe or formula for leadership 
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larger society. I suggest that their dialogue is fun- development I am presenting with the Penn 
damental for creating and maintaining collabo- School for Preservation will give a great example 
rative efforts. of how to approach such a project 



of the Sea Islands, has remained fairly isolated 
from the mainland United States until quite 





Incorporating several aspects of various West With Hilton Head only miles from St Helena, 
African communities, the Islands also developed residents prepared for an influx of new neigh- 
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the increase in jobs — many low-paying service launched campaigns to protect the marshes, salt 
jobs — has not increased the quality of life for water, beautiful terrain, and indigenous practices 
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ery to citizenship. Thus, early Penn Center Preservation allies— including environmental- 
teachers not only brought literacy to their stu- ists, historical and cultural preservationists, and 
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structures and policymakers, the entire commu- tainable economic development, policy reform, 
nity organized itself around the theme of inclu- and coalition building. 
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provided the necessary leadership to bring key base. Penn School for Preservation prepared 
individuals together — not only to train them, but members to take their issues before the County 
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Many participants also noted that they gained the St Helena community, traditional leaders 
a new appreciation of collective leadership. Too were thought to be either political representa- 
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The Penn School for Preservation equipped Sea Islands, they were opposed to all types of 
members with the requisite skills, tools, and development Other members believed that eco- 




commitments to renovate the Comer Commu- their community’s development Further, they 
nity and to landscape the adjacent Martin gave St Helena residents a means to manage the 
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Then she had a way to translate the effect of or her own importance within a broad coalition, 
increased development into land-use terms. The broad cross section of School participants 
Penn School for Preservation enabled these supported the critical lessons imparted about 
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ministers, as well as experienced and fledgling company. The session helped Penn School for 
grassroots community organizers. Even with Preservation members dispel stereotypes, break 
such a broad range of professional expertise, down barriers, and openly discuss race and gen- 




The social setting brought people of diverse ment, and land-use planning. Furthermore, the 
backgrounds together. It enabled participants action planning aspects of the School reinforced 
who didn’t know each other to get to know one Penn School for Preservation’s lessons and were 
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ty, and Gullah culture could provide a lens into ture. The Penn School for Preservation incorpo- 
a part of the country that has not always been rated “several plays...that addressed the issues,” 
considered part of mainstream America. The or “that showed what role the different famillies] 
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veiy aware of the ramifications tourism had for ensuring that the community development 
Sea Islanders. Because they wanted their eco- process would continue, guided by members of 
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grams as a viable means of establishing a pro- Community leadership development must 
gressive coalition of the sort that Cornel West focus on developing a team of leaders — and not 
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ipants to collect and analyze data, to help orga- Community leadership development pro- 
nize presentations, and to assist in community grams aimed at changing the status quo must 
organizing. Penn’s consultants functioned more address historical and structural conditions lim- 




ticipants to gain multiple perspectives and aimed at building up and edifying the commu* 
mutually influence one another. nity. Opposition alone was not sufficient; devel- 



oping feasible alternatives to controversial devel- are always present within the larger social sys- 
opment enabled Sea Islanders to join the com- tern. However, the Penn School for Preservation 
munity development dialogue. shows that efforts toward harmony, concor- 
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